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Federal Complaint-Handling, Ombudsman, and 
Advocacy Offices 



Summary 

Federal complaint-handling, ombudsman, and advocacy offices have different 
forms, capacities, and designations. This report, which reviews the state of research 
in this field and the heritage of such offices, examines and compares them, along 
with recent legislative developments and past proposals to establish a government- 
wide ombudsman. In so doing, the report identifies the basic characteristics of these 
offices, recognizing differences among them with regard to their powers, duties, 
jurisdictions, locations, and resources, as well as control over them. This study 
covers only ombudsman-like offices at the federal level that deal with the public, 
sometimes known as “external ombudsmen.” It does not cover “internal 
ombudsmen,” that is, offices created to handle complaints from employees and 
resolve disputes between them and management; ombudsman-like offices in the 
private sector; or similar entities at other levels of government in the United States 
or abroad, except to note differences among them. 

Legislative interest, albeit sporadic, in establishing a government- wide 
ombudsman or standardizing individual offices across-the-board dates to the early 
1960s. These efforts extended in the 1970s to proposals to establish an independent 
office of consumer representation or consumer affairs, a plan that President Jimmy 
Carter later endorsed. Another initiative emerged in 1993, when President William 
Clinton — through an executive order “Setting Customer Service Standards” — 
directed executive departments and agencies to make information, service, and 
complaint-systems easily accessible and provide means to address such complaints. 
The order also called for agencies to set customer service standards, survey 
customers, report to the President on those surveys, and publish customer service 
plans. A subsequent government-wide customer satisfaction survey, incidentally, 
found a similar range of satisfaction between the private and public sectors. 

Notwithstanding these efforts over the past five decades, no comprehensive, 
across-the-board transformations have occurred. Nonetheless, numerous individual 
offices have been established or modified by administrative directives and public 
laws, including several in the 1 10 th Congress. This piecemeal approach — reflecting 
different demands in both the government and society over time and across policy 
areas — has resulted in a variety of ombudsman-like offices. Although a complete, 
authoritative identification and description of current offices does not exist, a number 
of studies — from past and contemporary eras, along with the examples here — 
provide a wide sampling of complaint-handling and advocacy offices for examination 
and consideration as models. 

This report consists of three parts: (1) an analysis of the ombudsman concept 
and a brief look at which countries around the world have used ombudsmen; (2) a 
breakdown of the various ways in which federal complaint-handling offices differ; 
and (3) an identification and description of selected ombudsman-like offices, 
including specifics on their origins and operations. 

This report will be updated as events warrant. 
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Federal Complaint-Handling, Ombudsman, 
and Advocacy Offices 



Overview 

A variety of offices at the federal level respond to complaints, grievances, and 
concerns from the public about government programs, services, and operations . 1 
These entities, which differ in important respects, are variously referred to as 
complaint-handling, advocacy, public counsel, coordinative, and ombudsman offices. 
Despite their differences, they exhibit a common purpose — to represent the public 
in such matters — which is reflected in the classic ombudsman: that is, a high- 
ranking official who may be situated outside the executive and possessing 
independent resources and powers. This notion, which has developed over more 
than a century, has its modern genesis in Sweden and its evolution largely in 
European parliamentary regimes . 2 An “ombudsman,” which is a Swedish word that 



1 This report builds on several previous Congressional Research Service (CRS) studies: CRS 
Report 76-192, The Ombudsman Concept: Background Information , by Harold C. Relyea, 
available from the author; CRS Congressional Distribution Memorandum, Federal 
Complaint-Handling Offices, by Frederick M. Kaiser, Aug. 20, 2000; and CRS 
Congressional Distribution Memorandum, Options for Using the Internet to Improve 
Federal Complaint-Handling, by Frederick M. Kaiser and Eric Fischer, Apr. 11, 2000. 

2 Such offices have since extended worldwide. For studies of the concept and its adoption, 
in both the United States and abroad, see American Assembly, Columbia University, The 
Ombudsman: Report of the 32 nd American Assembly (Harriman, NY: American Assembly, 
1967); Kent M. Weeks, Ombudsmen Around the World (Berkeley, CA: Institute of 
Governmental Studies, University of California, 1978); Sam Zagoria, The Ombudsman: 
How Good Governments Handle Citizens’ Grievances (Washington: Seven Locks Press, 
1988); Jeffrey S. Lubbers, Independent Advocacy Agencies Within Agencies: A Survey of 
Federal Agency External Ombudsmen, Report to the National Taxpayers Advocate 
(Washington: Washington College of Law, American University, 2000, updated June, 
2003); David R. Anderson and Diane M. Stockton, “Lederal Ombudsmen: An Underused 
Resource,” Administrative Law Journal, vol. 5, summer 1991, pp. 275-345; Walter 
Gellhorn, Ombudsmen and Others (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966); 
Donald C. Rowat, ed., The Ombudsman, Citizen’s Defender (London: Allen and Unwin, 
1965); Stanley V. Anderson, ed., Ombudsmen for American Government? (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1968); Stanley V. Anderson (The American Assembly), 
Ombudsman Papers: American Experience and Proposals (Berkeley, CA: Institute of 
Governmental Studies, University of California, 1969); Administrative Conference of the 
United States, The Ombudsman: A Primer for Federal Agencies (Washington: ACUS, 
1991); Katja Heede, European Ombudsmen: Redress and Control at the Union Level 
(Boston: Kluwer International, 2000); Roy V. Peel, The Ombudsman or Citizen ’s Defender: 
A Modern Institution, in The Annals, vol. 377 (Philadelphia, PA: The American Academy 
of Political and Social Science, 1968) (entire volume); Linda C. Reif, ed., The International 
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